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February 26, 2002

Live Oak, Florida


6:00 p.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time to hold a workshop in the Main Courtroom upstairs in the Courthouse.  Present were Chairman Jerry Poole; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Robert Taylor; and Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was also present.


The advertised purpose of the meeting was to discuss an increase in fire assessments.  Also discussed was the combining of the EMS and Fire Services.


Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 6:03 p.m. and called upon Mr. Sid Baker to lead the invocation followed by the pledge of allegiance to the American Flag.  He then reminded the Board that no decisions would be made at the meeting.  Chairman Poole then turned the floor over to Commissioner Hatch.


Commissioner Hatch stated that there had been problems in the past with response times for the Fire Department and EMS as well as a duplication of some administrative functions within the two departments.  He also addressed cost-effectiveness of combining the Fire and Emergency Medical Services, with the deletion of redundant duties.  Commissioner Hatch stated that Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, had submitted various plans for a combined Fire/EMS Service and would like to discuss the issue further.


Mr. McDonald approached the podium, discussed in great detail with the aid of a PowerPoint presentation on a combined EMS/Fire Service, and submitted handouts of the same.  He stated that the proposal to combine the two departments was not merely for the sake of combining the services, but to become a more cost-effective resource that would better serve the citizens of the County.


Chairman Poole called a short recess at 6:54 p.m.

7:12 p.m.


Chairman Poole called the meeting back to order.


Mr. McDonald discussed monies received from the State and grant funding in some detail.  He also discussed the repercussions of the attacks on September 11, 2001 and the fact that the attacks had led to a drastic increase in funding for terrorist and mass destruction prevention at the expense of rural Fire and EMS Services.


Commissioner Hatch thanked Mr. McDonald for his presentation and stated that at the present, many citizens in Suwannee County were not paying property taxes because of the $25,000 Homestead Exemption.  He stated that the reason for the proposed increase in Fire/EMS assessment and creation of an MSBU for these combined services was so that every household and business in Suwannee County would be paying equally for the services, not just a small portion as is currently occurring through ad valorem taxation.


Discussion ensued on the cost for Fire and EMS MSBUs in nearby counties.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that Columbia County, with some twenty thousand more citizens than Suwannee County, presently has one paid fire station plus six volunteer fire stations, with a total yearly fire budget of $1,205,394.  He stated that Columbia County charged $68 per household for fire assessments.  Commissioner Caruthers stated that Columbia County had two EMS stations with a total of five ambulances, with a yearly budget of approximately $1,200,000.


Commissioner Udell asked who would be the person in charge of the combined departments.  Mr. McDonald stated that he would be in charge until he retired, with Fire Chief Daniel R. Sivyer as Operations Manager.  After Mr. McDonald retired, the new department manager would be someone with combined EMS/Fire experience.


Commissioner Udell asked if Mr. McDonald knew of any EMS services within the State that were a part of their county’s Sheriff’s Office.  Mr. McDonald responded that he knew of some in the past, but not any at present.  After further clarification, Mr. McDonald stated that there were several Emergency Management Services within Sheriff’s Offices around the State of Florida, but not Emergency Medical Services.


Commissioner Udell stated that grant funding for Emergency Services as part of the Sheriff’s Office was more lucrative.  He then asked if anyone had contacted the City of Live Oak to see if they would combine services under an agreement, such as one done before Commissioner Udell was elected to the Board.  Mr. McDonald responded that neither he nor Mr. Sivyer had been authorized by the Board to contact the City of Live Oak to discuss an agreement.


Discussion also ensued on the number of transports versus the number of responses to calls.


Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Sivyer how many people had been killed in fires in the past year.  Mr. Sivyer responded that there had been no deaths in the last year.


Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Sivyer if there had been any fires or other fire-related calls for which the Fire Department had not responded.  Mr. Sivyer responded that there had been problems in the past.


Commissioner Udell stated that he was attempting to determine what needed to be fixed, and felt that the number of EMS calls should be looked into first.  He clarified that ambulances responding to calls that did not actually require ambulance transport should be decreased.  Commissioner Udell further added that when he first came to the County, funeral homes operated ambulances at no cost to the County, and merely charged those who actually used the services.


Commissioner Taylor thanked Mr. McDonald and Commissioner Hatch for their work.  He then discussed the origins of the Volunteer Fire Departments and their reliance upon the Division of Forestry for vehicles, but that the Division of Forestry would not be receiving new vehicles in the near future.  Commissioner Taylor then discussed a recent traffic accident with fatalities that had extended Suwannee County’s EMS response past the breaking point and had led to calls to Columbia County for ambulances.  He then added that the Taylorville Volunteer Fire Department did not have the funding to repair or replace its two aging vehicles and asked for additional funding for all volunteer fire departments.


Commissioner Hatch stated that the present situation required a solution in the near future, as some volunteer fire departments were in danger of ceasing operations due to a lack of funding for vehicles and equipment.  He suggested a standardized system of vehicles and equipment for which adequate spares were available, using an MSBU to fund the Fire and Emergency Medical Services.  Commissioner Hatch stated that much of the County’s growth was in the rural areas, with scattered homes on five-acre tracts throughout the County that taxed the Fire and EMS Services.  He felt that the proposal discussed tonight was the best available.


Commissioner Udell asked each commissioner how many volunteer fire departments were in each district.

Commissioner Caruthers responded that he had two.

Commissioner Udell responded that he had none.

Commissioner Poole responded that he had two.

Commissioner Taylor responded that he had three.

Commissioner Hatch responded that he had six, including one substation.

Chairman Poole opened the floor to public comments to those who were in favor of an increase in assessments.

Mr. Bill Walters stated that he was for an increase in Fire and EMS assessments, but not necessarily the amount of increase proposed.  He discussed the plan and added that the Fire Departments and EMS needed additional funding.  Mr. Walters suggested a gradual increase of funding based on needs.

Mr. Jim Schenk stated that the proposal was innovative, and he would rather pay the proposed assessment if it meant continuing to have zero fire fatalities in Suwannee County.  Mr. Schenk stated that the area in which he lived, the Advent Christian Village in Dowling Park, provided its own fire and EMS services because the County could not provide the needed level of services.

Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Schenk about the Dowling Park first response.  Mr. Schenk stated that the first respondent for the Advent Christian Village was a physician, with calls to EMS once it was determined that ambulance services were necessary.

Clarification and discussion ensued on the fact that the Advent Christian Village’s physician was responding to private calls only.

Chairman Poole returned the public to the topic at hand.

Mr. George Fuller stated that an increase in assessments was needed, but not necessarily the dramatic increase suggested.  He then asked a series of questions about existing and proposed funding for Fire and EMS.  Mr. Fuller also suggested placing Fire and EMS stations in areas other than on the County’s border, where half of their radius of response was in other counties.  He also reiterated some of Commissioner Caruthers’ comments about the number of Fire and EMS stations in Columbia County and felt that more money should be spent on equipment rather than personnel.

Mr. Paul Mandeville stated that he appreciated the proposed plan, but felt that the increase in assessments was too drastic.  He suggested an increase in funding for the volunteer fire departments and taxes on vacant land.  Mr. Mandeville discussed a recent fire fatality in a neighboring county that possibly could have been avoided with the proper equipment.

Mrs. Jinny Hancock felt that the plan was great, and felt her life was worth more than the $114 in proposed assessments.  She hoped that there would be adequate auditing for the volunteer fire departments.

Ms. Debra Bailey stated that she had recently had chest pains, but upon calling 911, had been told that she would have to wait as there were no ambulances available.  She felt that $114 in assessments was a small price to pay when someone’s life depended upon immediate response.

Ms. Marge Capirelli stated that Suwannee County needed more Fire and EMS services.  She discussed two instances in her life where there had been a lack of response, the first of which had led to a fatality and the second of which had led to a ten-acre fire.  Ms. Capirelli stated that between her property and rental houses, she paid some $30,000 per year in taxes, and an increase in assessments to $114 would bankrupt her.  She suggested that every citizen should pay his or her fair share of assessments.

Mr. Don Owen, Mayor of Branford, stated that Mr. McDonald’s plan was good, but was concerned over the lack of cooperation between the Town of Branford and Suwannee County concerning fire services.  He hoped that every person in Suwannee County paid a fair and adequate assessment for Fire and EMS Services, whether they lived in a tent or a mansion, but perhaps an assessment somewhat lower than what had been proposed.

Ms. Linda Dye stated that District 4 had four volunteer fire departments, not two as mentioned by Commissioner Taylor.  She stated that she had no problems with the proposed plan except for the drastic increase in assessments, which would add additional hardship to those families who were already poverty-stricken.  Ms. Dye asked if the increase in funding would be for window dressing, or if it was for actual equipment upgrades.  She suggested that the assessment be more reasonable, with perhaps a smaller increase in number of employees.

Mr. Earl Bot stated that the volunteer fire departments needed additional funding.  He was concerned over the Division of Forestry’s transfer of old vehicles to the fire departments to fight forest fires, and yet Suwannee County still paid the Division of Forestry some $10,000 per year.  Mr. Bot was concerned with the amount of calls for which the insurance companies did not reimburse the County.

Mr. Bobby Brickles stated that additional Fire and EMS services were needed, and the proposed $114 in assessments was worth far more than the actual monetary cost.  He stated that failing to provide services to its citizens would someday place Suwannee County in a lawsuit.

Mr. Charles Thomas asked Mr. McDonald the recurring costs for the proposed Fire/EMS plan, and stated that it was normally more than what was first anticipated.  He was also concerned over the amount of money and length of time for debt service.  Mr. Thomas also asked for a breakdown of percentages of fire responses for each department and if property owners could pass additional costs on to renters.

Discussion ensued about raising rental fees to include increases in assessments.

Mr. Paul Haas stated that there were several plans being discussed for Fire and EMS funding.  He stated that the state of the economy meant that money was tight, and was concerned with the drastic increase in the number of Fire/EMS stations in Mr. McDonald’s proposal.  Mr. Haas stated that proper management of the Fire and EMS departments was essential to stretching the County’s money.  He also stated that several nearby counties had attempted a paid fire department, but had for the most part either abandoned or scaled back, with a drastic increase in funding to the volunteer fire departments.  Mr. Haas asked Mr. McDonald how many volunteer firefighters had taken part in drafting the plan presented tonight.  Mr. McDonald responded that there had been none.

Mr. Haas added that volunteer firefighters made up over 90% of the Fire Department, and their voice should be heard.  He suggested talking with surrounding counties to see what worked and what didn’t, and perhaps a simpler approach would be better than the plan presented tonight.  Mr. Haas further suggested that the County look into other options before making what many in District 5 considered a big mistake.

Mr. Ivie Fowler stated that he had no problem with raising assessments, as better Fire and EMS service was needed.  He was concerned, however, with the amount of responses that did not include the homeowners.  Mr. Fowler added that residents and businesses in the City of Live Oak and the Town of Branford would not be paying their fair share, as they were not subject to the assessments.  He suggested that the County should tax landowners who owned large undeveloped tracts of land instead of forcing the homeowners to pay the entire amount.  Mr. Fowler stated that he had spoken with 21 neighbors and had found out that all were satisfied with the County’s Fire and EMS services and would not be in favor of raising assessments.  He suggested sending employees to counties with a similar population and tax base as Suwannee County to determine what they do and what might work in Suwannee County.

Mr. Jerry Corbett was concerned with the increase in assessments to those who owned multiple rental units, as it would eventually affect those low-end renters who could not afford it.  He did agree that additional funding for Fire and EMS Service was needed, but that perhaps the County should go about it by a different method.


Chairman Poole stated that the reason for the meeting was to entertain public opinion on raising Fire and EMS assessments.  He then called a recess at 8:47 p.m.

9:04 p.m.


Chairman Poole called the meeting back to order and asked for any further citizens who were in favor of the proposal.


Mr. Walt Sage discussed his credentials as a retired firefighter and agreed with the plan presented tonight.  He added that cross training for firefighters/paramedics or EMTs was a good idea, and stated that 70% of firefighters within the United States were volunteers.  Mr. Sage suggested additional funding to provide equipment for the fire services, as many training days were instead spent on repairing vehicles and equipment.  He added that there was no such thing as off-duty time for volunteer firefighters, as opposed to the so-called paid professionals.


Chairman Poole called for citizens who were against the proposed plan to speak.

Mr. Jack Flowers commended the County’s Fire and EMS Services for their hard work.  He felt that updating of the Fire and EMS Services was the responsibility of the County Commissioners, but had been placed on the back burner for many years.  Mr. Flowers felt that the County’s property owners were the source of income for fire and emergency medical assessments, although a large portion of the responses were for non-property related automobile accidents.  He instead suggested cutting expenses in other departments to provide additional funding for the Fire and EMS Services.  Mr. Flowers was also concerned with Tax Collector and Administrative fees taken from the Fire and EMS Services, and that the property owners could not continue to bear the County’s financial burden at the expense of others who paid none.

Mr. Earl Bullock expressed concern with another increase in assessments and/or taxes.  He suggested that now was not the time to increase citizens’ taxes due to the state of the economy and the fact that Suwannee County was in the bottom 10% of per capita income within the State.  Mr. Bullock stated that those who were retired or widowed and living on a fixed income could not afford additional charges.  He was concerned that many citizens were not paying their fair share of assessments because of loopholes within the existing assessments and taxes.  Mr. Bullock stated that the number of residences within Suwannee County had been increasing by 300 for at least the last three years and suggested the cheaper alternative of extending the response radius of some fire stations in lieu of building more fire stations.  He then suggested placing the item on the ballot for the citizens to decide.

Mr. Norman Anders stated that for six years after he moved to Suwannee County, he did not pay property taxes.  He then discussed an incident in the past that had required the services of several volunteer fire stations and the Division of Forestry and his favorable thoughts on the volunteer fire departments.  Mr. Anders stated that he would like to have more information about the proposed plan before making a decision.

Mr. Holace Owens was concerned with the combination of the Fire and EMS Services and the fact that the citizens would be paying additional taxes.

Chairman Poole called for any other comments.  As there were none, he closed the floor to public comments.


Commissioner Hatch moved to adjourn the workshop.  Commissioner Taylor seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.


There being no further business to discuss, the Board adjourned at 9:27 p.m.
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